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The Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve sits at the edge of the territory controlled by the
Caballeros Templarios (Knights Templar) drug cartel in Michoacán state. The recent violence
that has hammered communities like Apatzingán and Uruapan (SourceMex, Jan. 22, 2014) has
apparently not spilled over to the biosphere. The popular tourist destination is facing a different
kind of problem this year, however. The number of butterflies migrating to the biosphere is at an alltime low, and some environmental organizations are warning that the migration of the butterflies to
Michoacán and México state could disappear altogether. This could create a major problem for the
biosphere, which earned the designation as a World Heritage Site in 2008 (SourceMex, July 9, 2008)
A joint report released in late January by an international environmental organization and two
Mexican government agencies indicated that the area covered by monarch butterflies in the
biosphere this year has declined to only 0.67 hectares, compared with 1.19 ha in 2013. The report—
put together by experts from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the Secretaría de Medio Ambiente
y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT), and the Comisión Nacional de Areas Protegidas (CONANP)
—said this year’s area is a sharp decline from the record coverage of 44.5 ha in 1996. The butterflies
clump together by the thousands in pine and evergreen forests, so scientists count their numbers by
the area that they cover.
The report attributed the decline in numbers to several factors, including climate change, loss of
habitat, and changes in agricultural practices in the US and Canada. "The combination of these
threats has led to a dramatic decline in the number of monarch butterflies arriving to Mexico to
hibernate over the past decade," said Omar Vidal, director of WWF-Mexico.
Vidal said the potential extinction of the monarch butterfly affects all three member countries of the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). "Twenty years after the signing of NAFTA, the
monarch butterfly migration—a symbol of cooperation between our three countries—is in grave
danger," said the WWF leader.
The loss of habitat, caused partly by illegal logging in the area of the biosphere, had been one reason
for the reduction in the number of butterflies in recent years. Mexico has made some headway in
reducing tree loss in the habitat by strict enforcement of anti-logging regulations and education and
promotion among communities who live near the area (SourceMex, Dec. 12, 2007, and Sept. 1, 2010).
Despite the government’s efforts to reduce illegal logging, however, it still exists in some areas of the
biosphere (SourceMex, Oct. 9, 2013).

Food source scarce for butterflies
Still, loss of habitat is not as significant a factor threatening the monarch populations as climate
change and changes in agricultural practices north of the US-Mexico border, particularly in the US.
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Climate factors appear to be placing a lot of stress on the monarch butterflies, including severe cold
snaps and unusually heavy rains or droughts in all three countries (SourceMex, Feb. 20, 2002, and
March 21, 2012). Many scientists have linked these extreme conditions to global climate change.
"The monarchs need the thermal microenvironment at the overwintering sites for the migration
cycle to persist. Without that thermal stimulus, the annual migration cycle would be broken and we
will have lost one of the most intriguing biological phenomena in the natural world," said Steven
Reppert, a scientist from the University of Massachusetts Medical School, who published an article
about the butterflies in the journal Current Biology in 2013. "This increased understanding will help
us protect the migration."
Changes in agricultural practices in the US have eliminated an important source of food for
the butterflies. Many farmers are now growing genetically modified herbicide-resistant corn
and soybean crops in the US Midwest, the region where most of the butterflies originate. This
practice has decimated the supply of common milkweed, the principal source of food for monarch
butterflies.
"A large part of their reproductive habitat in that region has been lost due to changes in agricultural
practices, mainly the explosive growth in the use of herbicide-tolerant crops," Karen Oberhauser, a
professor at the University of Minnesota, told the Associated Press.
Some environmental advocates believe the situation merits the intervention of US authorities. "I
think [US President Barack Obama] should take some step to support the survival of the monarch
butterflies," said author and environmental advocate Homero Aridjis, who helped found the
international environmental organization Grupo de los Cien. "The governments of the United States
and Canada have washed their hands of the problem and left it all to Mexico."

Tourism declines in biosphere
The reduction in the number of butterflies in the biosphere is contributing to a sharp decline in
tourism in Michoacán, a state already struggling to attract visitors because of drug-related violence.
Santuario El Rosario, one of the most popular areas in the biosphere, has seen the number of visitors
decline about 30% this year. Roberto Arriaga Colín, mayor of the community of Ocampo, just
outside El Rosario, said there have been only about 18,000 Mexican and international visitors to this
part of the sanctuary this winter, compared with about 25,000 during the same period last year. "We
urge authorities to expand promotion efforts to reverse the 30% decline that we’ve experienced thus
far this season," said Arriaga, who noted that 90,000 tourists visited El Rosario during the entire
season in 2012-2013.
Homero Gómez González, who helps manage the Santuario El Rosario, said one reason for the
decline was a delay of about 15 days in the arrival of the monarch butterflies, which kept tourists
away during the early part of the season. On top of that, said Gómez, the ongoing violence in
Michoacán, particularly in the territory controlled by the Caballeros Templarios, has tarnished the
state’s reputation as a tourist destination.
Some taxi drivers in neighboring states like Guanajuato said they have been prohibited from
transporting passengers to Michoacán. Yuriria Moroleón, a reporter for Milenio daily newspaper,
said she offered a taxi driver in Uriangato, Guanajuato state, 1,000 pesos (US$75) to take her to a
location across the border in Michoacán. Even though this is more than three times the fare for such
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a trip, the taxi driver refused. "Our bosses have ordered us not to take anyone there," said the taxi
driver. "When things get really bad, even the buses cancel their trips [across the border]."
Federal tourism officials and Mexico’s largest hotel-motel association have a different viewpoint on
the impact of violence on tourism in Michoacán. Speaking at a breakfast for Mexican journalists in
Madrid, federal Tourism Secretary Claudia Ruiz Massieu said there is no evidence that the violence
in Tierra Caliente and other areas of conflict in the state has reduced the number of visitors to
Mexico and to Michoacán.
Ruiz Massieu also offered reassurances that the climate for investment in tourism-related
infrastructure remains strong in the state. "Spanish investors do not [see the violence] as a
significant factor because their hotels and motels have continued to perform well in the state," said
Ruiz Massieu.
Still, the tourism secretary said the federal government, in cooperation authorities, is doing
everything possible to keep visitors to Michoacán safe.
Regardless of Ruiz Massieu’s optimistic assessment, statistics do not lie. The Asociación Mexicana
de Hoteles y Moteles (AMHM) said occupancy rates have been down in recent months and are
expected to drop by about 10% this year.
"The hotel operators in Michoacán do not remember the last time that no one reserved their rooms,"
journalist Octavio Cervantes wrote the online news site El Semanario Sin Límites in January. "The
escalation of violence in the state since 2008 has left the hotel owners with two options—to keep
their hotels open despite the lack of profits or to close down."
"I know of some hotels that have closed down because they are unable to cope with this situation,"
said Roberto Molina Garduño, president of the Asociación Mexicana de Hoteles y Moteles, which is
affiliated with the national AMHM.
Cervantes said the state and federal government have not given the hotel industry in Michoacán
much support, but private sources like the Confederación de Cámaras Nacionales de Comercio,
Servicios y Turismo (CONCANACO-SERVYTUR) are stepping up to provide assistance, with the
aim of stimulating the economy and creating jobs.
The one area of the state where hotels are opening rather than closing down is near the Monarch
Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. Three new hotels were recently constructed at that site, said Molina
Garduño. Still, the uncertainty about the monarch butterfly populations in coming years looms as
a major threat for tourism-related businesses in the communities near the biosphere. [Peso-dollar
conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on Feb. 4, 2014, reported at 13.33
pesos per US$1.00.]
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